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Light from the Box
Franco La Cecla, Stefano Savona + Piero Zanini

I.
In a Hanoi hotel for the Tet festival, the Buddhist New Year's Eve party. Turn on the TV, and
a series produced by the state broadcaster fills the screen. The subject is the war in
Vietnam, first against the French and then the Americans – depicted in a slow, romantic
style - with lingering close-up shots of martyrs and heroines. Young people, under the age
of 30, constitute 70% of the country's population; this series was devised to endow them
with a historical memory that would otherwise be all but lost. But then, on the streets, in
the cafes and in the soup and crab restaurants, people watch the umpteenth episode of a
Korean hospital drama, dubbed in Vietnamese by a male voice that interprets all the parts.
In the hot afternoons and lively evenings of Hanoi, young people gain a little privacy by
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taking refuge in the video-café and karaoke. The first provides young couples with an
excuse to be together in discreet semi-darkness. The second gives them the opportunity to
sing together the suspension of the country between old patriotic songs and the successes
of rock music. Back in the hotel, before falling asleep, satellite TV offers the full range of
competition in these parts. The Australians as Asia's self-styled Westerners, the Thais as
the Buddhist laity, French news channels and, inevitably, CNN.
In one day you become aware of the ubiquity of television, but also of the enormous
difference in the way it is used, compared to 'us' and with respect to television ten years
ago. Today, the images from the black box, or better still, 'light from the box', as it is
described in the Anglo-Saxon world, is everywhere. Not only worlds such as India and
Central Asia, untouched up to recently, but also villages in the Amazonian forest and
Papua/New Guinea, are reached by relay stations and satellites.
The figures are mind-boggling. During the 1990s, more than two billion people began to
sit in the evening in front of their first television. Today, four-fifths of the world's population has
TV, even if less than half have a telephone. In 1990, India and Indonesia respectively had 27
and 10 million TV sets. Ten years later, in India the figure has reached 80 million, and in
Indonesia it is over 30 million. Within the last few years a substantial part of the world's
population, even if it does not own a TV, has nevertheless the opportunity to watch it.
The most important transformation, however, is of a different nature.
If on the one hand television reaches the most remote corners of the globe, and is part
of that unclear and highly ideological concept we identify as 'globalisation', on the other
hand, its pervasiveness exacts a toll from the new environments it has reached. The context
in which the black box is installed changes its content. While it is clearly becoming more
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homogenous, it also has to confront the proliferation of local realities. There are
innumerable local broadcasts transmitted via ether and satellite (in China alone, more than
a thousand), and today broadcasting costs a few thousand dollars (a little more if via
satellite) and is relatively easy. Fortune tellers, vendors, marabouts, healers, political
parties, opinion and freedom movements have their own broadcasts. The effects of
overlapping reflection and counter-reflection are shocking. Female Kurdish warriors in the
Iraqi mountains, committed to the war of liberation, avidly watch Kurdish stations that have
contributed to creating a local identity; but to relax, they also watch soap operas on Turkish
TV. Uzbek farmers follow programmes in the national language, but channel-hop to watch
news in Russian. Thanks to satellite TV, Chinese youth discover that there are other young
Chinese in Hong Kong and in Taiwan, and that relationships between sexes there can be
less regimented than in the motherland.
Until a few years ago the main debate about the pros and cons of such dissemination
played on TV's rhetoric, the transmission of American values throughout the world,
'Westernisation', and the erosion of 'traditional' cultures. Today this has been revealed as a
partial analysis. The periphery is launching a formidable attack on the empire, using the latter's
own weapons. The most evident proof of this was the nervous reaction of the US, the country
that 'invented' TV, when faced with the success in recent years of news-only Arab TV.
Television has undergone a revolution very similar to that of the internet. Borders, nation
states, closed regimes and authorities have apparently remained unchanged; but television
signals sent out from the most disparate areas of the world and received by rudimentary
satellite dishes have upset the balance, questioned censorship, or widened areas of
influence and of conflict.
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Iranian state TV broadcasts in French for improbable foreigners, while an opposition
station broadcasts programmes in English from Los Angeles. Syrian TV broadcasts
pompous, monotonous programmes about the President's family, while the President's
brother finances an Arab station from France, opposing the regime. And viewers in
Damascus or Aleppo prefer to watch programmes from a nearby subordinate country Lebanon, which produces secular, non-prejudiced entertainment.
The Al-Jazeera case is exemplary. A recent book on the history of the Qatar broadcaster
reconstructs the theory behind its launch.1 The Emir of Qatar's idea was simple. It was
based on lessons learnt from the precedent of the airing of a public execution, which forced
the Saudis, then financial backers of the station, to withdraw funds and close it down. The
idea was to create an independent broadcaster which by statute had nothing to do with the
business of the small emirate, and which was not linked to it for financing. Al-Jazeera still
works with funds that are more similar to donations than sponsorship. The result is a
broadcaster which has proved that Arabic is a language which can be used for
communication with the entire Arab world, and which informs the rest of the world of the
existence of alternative, 'native' version of events in the Middle East. Al-Jazeera would not
exist without Islamic fundamentalism and its claims to universalism. Not because it is
fundamentalist TV, but rather because is further evidence of the Arab world's search for
secular Islamic universalism. Al-Jazeera has created a new Arab koine, reinventing a new
umma, a transnational Islamic community based on a linguistic model that overcomes the
differences between local Arab dialects and classic Arabic, which only a minority are able
to read and understand.
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It was also avant-garde in its introduction and sustained focus on news and debate2
instead of entertainment, allowing for more confrontation and controversy than CNN. The
Palestinian question, the war in Iraq and problems in the Middle East have become the
show, and its cast of characters are the people on the street, who flood the cafes of
Tangier, Cairo or Doha, among the smoke from hookahs and the smog of intense traffic.
Al-Jazeera paved the way, and television became the new game to play in the Middle
East. This new power, whether represented by the multi-millionaire Saudi prince Alwaleed
bin Talaal, owner of LBC (Lebanese Broadcasting Corporation), or by the recently
assassinated prime minister of Lebanon, Rafiq Hariri, owner of Future Television, soon
understood that the new card to play in the Arab world is in television.3 At the end of August
2003, for example, one event sponsored by Future Television united millions of viewers
throughout the region: Superstar, a competition between Arab singers that ran for 11
months, where the public was encouraged to vote using their mobile phones. The audience
rating was very high, showing that even in countries with hard Islamic regimes, the viewing
public wants secular and realistic entertainment.
The biggest change came about in the 1970s and 1980s, when local ether or satellite TVs
committed to reaching specific audiences worldwide, including immigrant viewerships, began to
build an identity – be they Armenians, Kurds, war-displaced or religious diasporas, Otavalo natives
or feminist liberation groups. Television shaped identities, unifying and consolidating nations and
inexistent minorities who – thanks to being mirrored on the screen – began to 'exist'.
The material result of this transformation is the landscape of satellite dishes and antennas
wherever there are diasporas, in shanty-towns and refugee camps, as is the case with the
empire's outskirts – from Albania for Italy to Belize for the US. In China, as in Cuba, Tunisia or
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Vietnam, despite the prohibitions and controls, satellite dishes have become the symbol for a
transnationalism that is a new identity. The greatest leap forward in this regard happened in
China. In 1986, 95% of families living in cities had a TV; despite state prohibition, a fair number
of these also had a satellite dish.4 Police states, censorship regimes, media rules and
regulations – none of these can really, in the long term, confine access to information or
outflank the individual/collective will committed to pursuing such freedom.
Attempts to censure this wave have for the most part been unsuccessful. The Iranian
parliament voted in 1994 to ban satellite dishes, but the law proved ineffective; that same
year, more than 300,000 dishes were installed in Tehran alone. Turkey attempted to
obscure the signal broadcasting Kurdish TV, but this was only successful for two weeks.
The power of transnational TV is also based on the desire of those who experience
marginality of different kinds to see past the prescribed limits, see what is offered by the
world beyond.
Even if these hopes are dashed, even if Albanians are enticed by an Italian life-style that
only exists on TV, even if the tragedy of immigration in the Mediterranean depends on the
attraction the rich world exercises on that of the poor, it can not be disputed that television
short-circuits spatial separations that were once also temporal. We can watch as live
transmission what happens in other countries, and this eliminates the dimension of sequential
décalage, the gap/lag in information, which can have radical democratic consequences
because it stops local dictators from having a monopoly on the transmissible 'truth'.
This poses a fundamental quandary. The apparently homogenised expectations of an
apparently globalised viewership are actually confronted with an enormous spectrum of
local realities and particularised voices, as well as the continuous presence of a world
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audience promised through the screen.
The reality is complex and always in flux, and it is difficult to sum it up in a single theory.
Also because reception theories have failed. Today, no one has the courage anymore to
draw parallels between what is transmitted and what is received. The idea that TV viewers
are passive subjects is, according to the late critic Susan Sontag, part of the ideology of
those who produce television, but it has little to do with the actual manner in which content
is assimilated. Programme producers often have no idea why they succeed or fail. There is
an enigmatic wall between those who are on one side of the cathode-ray tube and those on
the other side of the screen.
The Indigenous people from New Guinea have a word to define television: the screen is
called banis, which means a fence that allows you to get close to what you see, but blocks
the passage from here to there. The concept explains clearly the aborigines' idea that the
television is an eye that allows you to spy on other worlds and to be spied on, but there is
a filter, a line beyond which what you do with the image is your own business.5
Palestinian anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod, who worked for a long period in Cairo and
also among Egyptian farmers, came to understand that television catalyses complex levels
of reception. A rural Egyptian woman can follow a soap opera – frequently inflected with the
ideology of modernisation – produced in Cairo, but filter it continuously through what she
relates to on an emotional level and what, on the other hand, she is unable to identify with
and judges as unfamiliar and useless: Cairo's affluent society.6 What is experienced through
TV is understood in essence, but it does not change what already exists. Even if this fact
is true, adds Abu-Lughod, it is also true that TV has generally transformed both the
imaginative and social life of Egyptian farmers (with regard to their habits, their own
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experiences and the evolution of their identity).
The myth of cultural homogenisation is just that, a myth; and Abu-Lughod's thorough
analysis goes some way in explaining the phenomenon.
The social conditions of media reception are as important as the formal characteristics
of the programmes. For this reason, a textual analysis of schedules or programmes alone
cannot help to understand what significance the viewers give to what they see. Media
scholar Ang Ien demonstrated, in a case study carried out in Holland, that those who
watched the American series Dallas were not drawn to the capitalist values of consumerism
and competitive individualism expressed in the programme. Rather, they responded to the
dramatic structures of the characters' emotions, as if in solidarity with the implication that
money and power cannot protect us against daily tragedy, and that even the very rich and
very successful have their own problems.7
On the other hand, if you were in your Hanoi hotel in the afternoon, you could watch on state
TV the re-runs of the Vietnamese public's favourite series of the nineties: Even the Rich Cry.
II.
Analysing television content and patterns of viewer receptiveness in the world today
involves the use of instruments that up until recently were not even considered respectable
or efficient. Contemporary focus on the contexts of reception give far better results than
any other method. As confirmed by Indian media scholar Veena Das, "…the only way to
work in media today is to move away from the general towards the particular, and to see
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how the relationships between events on the screen and in domestic life are played out in
the context of specific societies"8.
TV watched alone or in company, in bars, at work or at home, on the street or inside,
together with a crowd or with a group of friends, TV as décor and as a presence, in front
of which we can be as attentive or as indifferent as we need or wish to be: these are the
elements we most need to consider.
Reception is a social, geographical, historical, architectural, spatial phenomenon, and
its nature varies on a scale of intensity that ranges from complete indifference on the part
of those who experience the programme content as alien, to complete enthusiasm on the
part of those who identify with what they are watching. Proxemics, the study of the cultural,
behavioural and sociological aspects of spatial distances between individuals, reminds us
that while analysing reception, along with the two components of context and attention we
should take into account the distance/nearness of the screen, the fact of the TV being close
by or far off, and its position in relationship to the other physical presences there.
The images in this essay are an initial attempt at this fundamental task of understanding
the transformation of the viewer's world from his/her place in front of the TV. These images
are used as extraordinary gauges of habits, emotions, behaviour, choices, physical posture,
social norms and anthropologic tendencies. From one culture to another, people make
different gestures and judgements that can be clearly understood from their faces and their
body language; they accept the presence of TV as if it were an integral part of daily life, a
crucial component that needs to be in agreement with all the rest.
TV does not produce daily life, nor is it produced by it. Though how it is filtered, the
significance attached to it, may well in the final analysis have an effect on the production itself.
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One image says it all: a Peshmerga warrior watches television on the Kurdish Iraqi
mountains, with a remote control in one hand and a Kalashnikov leaning against the wall.
The use of the remote control in the daily life of the Middle East has become analogous to
saying the rosary. In the same manner that beads are passed through the fingers while
praying, the passing of time is marked by the flick of a thumb on the remote control,
channel-hopping between American, Arab, Kurdish and Turkish news.
Standing, sitting, lying, crowded together: each culture adapts the use of TV according
to its own rules of presence and attention. Observing how television is used in cultures far
from our own allows us to notice aspects of our own context which have escaped our
attention, or which we have forgotten. Richard Wilk, an anthropologist specialising in media
studies in post-colonial contexts such as Belize, observes that in studying the arrival of
television in 'developing' countries, something we thought was lost is recovered: the
opportunity to think about the nature of the medium itself, how TV has become a new type
of cosmology, and how it creates new social forms.
The TV is on but no one is watching. It has become part of the family, one of its
essential components. Why is it turned on? Because it is a status symbol? That is a
dangerously moralistic and prejudiced explanation. Rather, TV is a presence, whose role
cannot be denied. It allows the family to be aware of itself and the outside world. People
turn on their TVs and watch (or leave them on but don't watch) because it allows them to
spy, consciously or reflexively, on the world. What they see is perhaps deceptive, but it is
what they, and everyone else, perceive as the world. TV is considered a means of keeping
an eye on the world, of keeping it under surveillance. Viewers are accorded a specific
function. They have to monitor what happens 'out there'. It is a gentle form of supervision,
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similar to that of an inattentive security guard who occasionally glances at the CCTV
screens that monitor a building's entrance.
In our daily routine, we watch TV while doing other things. While we sew, talk, speak
and play. TV does not entertain us, we entertain it. We treat TV as if it were a habitual
presence, a strange noisy companion with a role somewhere on the stage of our daily life.
It provides background noise, the hum of the outside world that demands our attention
every once in a while. People do not watch TV, they prefer to let it talk. It is the presence
of the world in our world, a means of taming it while defining our domestic environment.
There is something obvious and reassuring about all of this. It signifies the passing of
time, like the ambient murmur of a rosary recited aloud (familiar to Islam, Buddhism or
Catholicism), the smoke of lit cigarettes, the rustle of newspaper pages being turned, the
strewn fragments of gossip.
Ultimately, we find an animistic dimension when we compare ourselves with other
cultures. What is this object that holds images, this 'light from the box'?
Regardless of how disillusioned we are with the medium, we are unable to find a suitable
definition of what TV is. We find it hard to explain why it has become so entrenched in our daily
lives, and why its reach is so pervasive and universal. As we learnt during fieldwork among
farmers in southern Morocco, who had only acquired television in their homes in 2003, after
being connected to an electricity supply: "You get used to it very quickly, it feels as though it
has always been there".
TV takes root in a "visual consciousness" of which we understand very little. As
explained by anthropologist Michael Taussig, heir to influential theorist/critic Walter
Benjamin, it is a "visual subconscious in which magic has not been replaced by science; it

Altered States / 215

is a visceral domain in which the senses incorporate into a technological magic that we
have gathered physically"9.
As with cinema, TV has had such a profound effect on our lives because we were, in
certain respects, expecting it; and moreover, had been desiring it. At the end of the 17th
century, Persian Sufis would practice the ritual of gathering in a dark room to visualise
paradise. Being able to dream in a state of wakefulness has always been a profound
ambition common to many peoples. Oriental and Russian mystics built a theory of the
imaginable upon it, an imaginary world that really exists. Iconostasis, the worshipping of
icons in the Russian tradition, is part of this sensitivity.
Observing cultures different to our own poses questions about the history of the moving
image that reawaken ancient issues. Media theorist Friedrich Kittler,10 art critic Hans
Belting11 and the late social thinker Ivan Illich12 have all studied our visual cosmologies.
Kittler claims that television and cinema rebel against the written word and answer the
unconscious desire for the imagination to break out into a "quasi-reality". Cinema and TV
derive enormous strength from the fact that they offer stimuli that closely resemble reality.
These "technological" images are more difficult to convert into symbols because they
invade us with the effect of a simultaneous presence. Belting reminds us how images were
used prior to the advent of Renaissance painting; "effective" uses where vision leads to the
transformation of the viewer because he or she is, in turn, observed by the image. Such is
the case with sacred images used as a forum for interaction between subject and object.
Contemplation affects and charges the image; it also transforms the viewer. Illich explains
this reciprocal relation in terms of the difference between looking and seeing ("vision").
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According to Illich, the latter term implies that the "gaze" is always trained on someone, and
this someone may also be a sacred image.13
An Indian television series of the 1990s based on the tales of the Ramayana, an ancient
saga involving Hindu deities, become extremely successful. This may partly be due to the
politically-fuelled rise of Hindu fundamentalism in India, but also due to how the series was
conceived, based on the tradition of visionary Hindu practices. The filmed images copy the
deities as they are depicted in popular iconography; they avoid any semblance of reality,
and break the rules of perspective.14 India has a long history of this. Traditional images that
Indian farmers hang on the walls of their homes are sometimes printed on mirrors; this
allows the viewer to see his or her image behind that of the gods. The genius who
introduced cinema to the Indian subcontinent at the beginning of the 19th century,
Dadasaheb Phalke, was an illustrator of holy images, as well as a magician and
photographer. He produced the first film destined for the mass market, based on the
exploits of the god Rama. He screened it at the West End Cinema in Bombay from 7 am
until midnight, without interruption. When Rama appeared on the screen, the audience would
kneel down in a sign of worship. Phalke was inspired by darshan (traditional visionary
practice), based on the mutual action of looking at, while being observed by, the sacred
image that one is worshipping.15
Until a few years ago, one could have a similar experience in the church of Saint
Eustache in Paris. The American video artist Bill Viola installed a screen in the central nave
of the church, upon which he projected his work The Greeting (1995), inspired by the
Florentine painter Jacopo da Pontormo's Visitation (1529), which celebrates the meeting
between the Madonna and her cousin Elisabeth after the announcement of the incarnation.
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After entering the church, the faithful would kneel to pray to the image of Our Lady, which
was slowed down until it appeared almost frozen. They would then kiss her robe or feet as
they were about to leave.
TV gives us a special vantage point: it allows us to experience a quasi-reality, with the
awareness that it is not reality but its reflection. We swing between consciousness and
illusion. At times we are 'enthralled' by the reflection, at times we are well aware it is only
a fiction. We are Perseus, kept aloft by Hermes' winged sandals and kept unseen by Hades'
helmet of invisibility, staring at the lethal image of Medusa in Athena's breastplate of
polished bronze, used by the attacking hero as mirror/shield.
III.
In these observations, TV as a mode comes closer to being a medium, a presence that
broadcasts from the other side.
In Thailand, a country rich in mediums and shamans that readily fall into trance,
something strange occurred in the northern region some years ago. A dark room allegedly
began to talk. It emitted inarticulate sounds and fragments of words. Those who studied
the phenomenon said it was an expression of the area's collective imagination responding
to the enormous influence of state TV in the region, and to its attempts to impose a unified
identity and stop animistic rites that are considered unorthodox by state-sponsored
Buddhism.16 The room was a black box, reminiscent of television's form. It went into trance,
as mediums do, and became the channel for words it was unaware of articulating and that
it forgot as soon as it woke up. In the collective Thai consciousness, TV behaves the same
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way, insofar as it cannot see what it shows. In this sense TV implies sight without seeing.
We watch it, but it cannot see us. It is a blind vision.
Papuan aborigines, who reside in a remote village six hours away from the coast by
canoe and four hours away by foot, describe in opposite terms the TVs they have seen in
their occasional visits to the city. They believe television allows them to look at the world
and to be looked at by it. They found proof of this in the fact that the Pope's arrival in New
Guinea was watched on TV by the rest of the world. The anthropologist who comes to
interview the aborigines is observed by them in much the same way. And, looking through
this keyhole, the aborigines too can spy on the world outside. People that fly, devils, Christ,
the Madonna, photographs commissioned by missionaries, taken from the air. Yet
everything they see on TV exists somewhere in the world.17
Television reminds us we are all visionaries: this is why it takes hold of us. The practice
of vision varies across cultures. This is why reception is an elusive and incomprehensible
concept for those who believe TV is a formidable means of persuasion (producers
included). It may influence people, but it is fraught with misunderstandings, distortions,
snowball effects and contrary reactions.
In a classic article from the 1960s, Raymond Williams posed some crucial questions
about television that are still unanswered today.18 One of his more controversial arguments
concerned the passive role, real or presumed, adopted by TV audiences. Is TV an occult
means of persuasion? Does it ruin local culture, does it destroy context in the name of
values and content that are the product of marketing and publicity?
Doubtless, it is difficult to answer these questions, but the passivity theory does not
hold its own. Scholars such as Daniel Miller and David Morley have proved that audiences
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are anything but passive, and that the public constantly processes what it sees on the
screen. Lila Abu-Lughod's research supports this argument, even if the Palestinian
academic is reluctant to accept the existence of a reception theory that takes account of
what happens beyond the screen, in the viewers' emotional and symbolic lives.19
However, it cannot be disputed that reception varies if the contextual conditions
change. Solitude, the company of others, work, leisure, the distance from the TV set and
different ways of using it, upset any attempt at generalisation. The passivity issue is still
open for discussion, and it needs to be connected to the discovery of the different practices
of vision that each culture possesses. Passivity in front of the TV takes the place of something
else. It stems from the need to be subjected to an experience that engages us without
demanding too much attention. It is similar to the weaving of a spell, a litany repeated, the
contemplation of a slowly-changing landscape or the gentle idleness so dear to Mediterranean
cultures. We seem to need this slightly dazed state every once in a while, this débrayage, this
drifting of our soul, the feeling of being in neutral gear sensed when poised between sleep and
wakefulness, or during a siesta.
The passivity imposed on us by television exempts us from being active or interactive,
it expresses a desire to become saturated by external stimuli, it is a sort of drunkenness,
a state of drowse, or intoxication by soft drugs.
This is why those who pass moral judgments against television are often found lying on
sofas, lazily watching th e screen and defending their right to criticise this form of cultural
degradation. It is the same type of passivity required by cinema-going, when darkness
makes all things indistinct and when we retreat into our own subjectivities and become
nothing but eyes that take in the shadows and lights flickering on the screen.
Do we really want, in that moment, to be active? Or do we prefer to be 'enthralled'? As

220 / Sarai Reader 2006: Turbulence

though we were reading a text so engrossing that we forget ourselves, our pain, our passions?
We become the object that the show acts upon. And where TV is concerned, it is continuity,
not darkness, that makes this happen. The interminable succession of images has a hypnotic,
bewitching effect. The fact that we accept this shows that lucidity is not the only key to our
relationship with the world. This passivity holds the mystery of dependence, of wanting to be
enchanted and held still. Therefore, television meets the needs of political and economic
powers that prefer people not to change or become aware. The technological revolution we are
currently witnessing is helping to weaken this power, to make it relative; even if, in certain
respects, it also multiplies and fragments its effects in ways that would find favour with theorists
of institutional/social power such as Michel Foucault.
But let us not forget that TV often takes over those who think they have tamed it. Even
the owners of the machine do not really know how it works. Watching TV is a social activity.
If we forget this, we will not grasp how it has become so widespread and how important it
is in everyday life. However, its importance must not be exaggerated. Television is a social
occasion like many others – visiting people, gossiping, consulting marabouts or mediums,
attending neighbourhood parties, funerals, singing competitions and public performances.
Maybe this is why we have fallen into error. If TV is part of our daily décor, as though it
were an ornament similar to a gently humming presence, its fragility, the possibility of being
tamed, becomes evident with its pervasiveness. Anthropologists believe that people
possess limitless cultural possibilities for dealing with the most deadly devices. Are they
infected with endless optimism?
Or, more simply, has travelling the world taught people to put the pomposity of
technology into perspective, as well as Western ideology which holds that the entire globe
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will sooner or later become a 'Big Brother' regime, as George Orwell prophesied with
haunting, satiric precision?
It is not necessary to forget that the images projected by TV are in essence illusory, and
that their success lies in the fact of our "visual subconscious" intuiting this characteristic,
regardless of whether or not we know that the root of "illusion" is the Latin ludere, to play.
When people do not acknowledge this, they become influenced by it, as happens with every
game. But, simultaneously, viewers manage to create their own game and play – at the
expense of television.
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